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Praise for The Penguin Book Quiz:

‘It’s so much fun. The perfect level for keen but not necessarily expert readers. Specific enough to make you reach back into your memory and occasionally kick yourself at not finding the answer, but not so specialized that you want to give up … I’ll definitely be buying copies of this book as gifts’ Emma Healey, author of Elizabeth is Missing

‘Quite possibly the greatest social lubricant since the invention of alcohol. An absolute delight’ John Preston, author of A Very English Scandal

‘Few quiz questions make you smile, laugh or gasp. James Walton’s always do. The Penguin Book Quiz is unceasingly enormous fun’ Alan Connor, author of The Joy of Quiz

‘Detailed, entertaining and wonderfully informative, a must-have for quiz aficionados and bibliophiles alike’ K. M. Ashman, author of The Blood of Kings trilogy

Praise for Sonnets, Bonnets and Bennetts:

‘The perfect gift for the sort of person (like me) who shouts the answers at University Challenge’ Lynne Truss, author of Eats, Shoots & Leaves

‘Fiendish, funny and endlessly surprising, James Walton has provided the perfect volume for anyone who loves books, relishes a quiz or just fancies showing off at a dinner party’ Mark Billingham, author of the Tom Thorne novels

‘How nice it would be if the family would sit around the Boxing Day fireside considering the questions in affable competition’ Daily Telegraph

‘A must for those who think they know their literature … includes the unexpected, alongside the more serious’ Independent
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Birds and Bees: a History of Penguin and Quizzing

It seems only right to start a quiz book with a quiz question. So here goes – what became part of British life first, Penguin books or quizzing?

The answer, perhaps unexpectedly, is Penguin books, which first appeared in 1935 and took off immediately. Not until three years later did Britain get its first quiz – when, just after 8.30 p.m. on 19 April 1938, the BBC’s Regional Programme Northern broadcast General Knowledge Bee, ‘a contest across the Pennines’ between schoolchildren from Lancashire and Yorkshire.fn1

And ‘broadcast’ is a significant verb here, because, as Alan Connor makes clear in his highly recommended The Joy of Quiz (published, as luck would have it, by Penguin), the quiz as we know it today came into being only with the rise of radio. The Victorians famously loved their parlour games, many featuring surprising levels of physical contact and low-level violence.fn2 Yet it never seems to have occurred to them that there was fun to be had by simply asking each other, say, ‘Who was the first British Prime Minister to have a beard?’fn3 or ‘What connects HMS Bounty with the English cricket team that toured Australia in 1882–3?’fn4

Admittedly, as Connor also makes clear, the quiz as we know it today did have its precursors. As long ago as 1691, John Dunton, a London bookseller, launched the Athenian Gazette, which had the neat idea of asking people to send in questions. The result was like a ‘Queries’ column in today’s newspapers, except with a team of experts – aka Dunton and his coffee-house mates – supplying the answers instead of other readers. (Not that all their answers would necessarily have passed a modern fact-checking test. Q: ‘How came Monkeys first into the World?’ A: ‘As Man did, by the Power of God.’) Plainly, this wasn’t anything resembling a contemporary quiz. Nonetheless, it did help to establish the concept that discrete bits of information – particularly when set up by questions – could be a source of enjoyment in and of themselves.

This same principle underlay the journal Notes and Queries, founded in 1849, which also invited its readers to ask the experts – although in this case the experts were more expert, and the questions more scholarly. In 1884 the principle was even attached to the word ‘quiz’ when an American called Albert Plympton Southwick published the pithily titled Quizzism and Its Key Quirks and Quibbles from Queer Quarters: A Melange of Questions in Literature, Science, History, Biography, Mythology, Philology, Geography, Etc., with Their Answers. But this and a couple of other proto-quiz books that followed in the early twentieth century were still intended to be read rather than to be played for mildly (or not so mildly) competitive entertainment. They also failed to ignite any sort of quizzing craze.

Or, as it would have been back then, any sort of beeing craze – because when radio programmers decided in the 1930s that asking people stuff would make for a good listen, ‘bee’ was the preferred term. With an obvious debt to America, Britain’s first radio bees tested their contestants’ spelling.fn5 Before long, though, they began to branch out. Many moved on to more specialised areas, like the Regional Programme Western’s Agricultural Bee. (‘Tonight, on the principle of the Spelling Bee, teams of young farmers from Somerset and Dorset will compete in answering … questions on everyday agricultural topics.’) But then that historic cross-Pennines face-off of 19 April introduced the idea of questions on any subject at all – making 1938, in Alan Connor’s ringing phrase, ‘the year when British quiz began’.

By which time there were plenty of Penguin books for the contestants to consult – and not just the sixpenny novels that quickly made the company’s name. The Penguin Shakespeare was launched in April 1937. A month later came the Pelican non-fiction series, which established its high-mindedness straightaway by kicking off with The Intelligent Woman’s Guide to Socialism, Capitalism, Sovietism and Fascism by George Bernard Shaw.

The traditional story – or creation myth – of how Penguin came about takes place at Exeter Station when the company’s founder Allen Lane was returning from a weekend spent with Agatha Christiefn6 and her husband. Depressed by the feebleness of what was on offer at the station bookstall, he resolved there and then to create a range of intelligent, well-designed paperbacks that would cost no more than a packet of ten cigarettes.

Like most myths, this one is a matter of some debate. For a start, there are other versions, including the suspiciously Newtonian one that inspiration struck while Lane was sitting under an apple tree. More prosaically, he may just have been taking up the suggestion made by an office junior that keen readers like him would love to be able to buy decent paperbacks for sixpence. Yet what is certain (if a little less exciting) is that there was plenty of office admin involved – because, like quizzing, Penguin didn’t come out of nowhere.

Allen Lane Williams was born in Bristol in 1902, the son of a surveyor at Bristol Corporation. By his own admission he ‘wasn’t very bright at school’, but luckily he had a relative on his mother’s side called John Lane who ran the publishing firm The Bodley Head. When Allen was sixteen, Uncle Johnfn7 invited him to join the company, on the rather odd condition that he and the rest of his family drop the surname Williams and revert to his mother’s maiden name of Lane.

In the 1890s The Bodley Head had been closely connected to the decadence movement, gaining such a racy reputation that Punch magazine joked, ‘uncleanliness is next to Bodliness’. One of the big names it published, for example, was Oscar Wilde – although the experience wasn’t terribly happy. Wilde annoyed Uncle John by seducing one of the office boys. He also regarded his publishers as little more than servants – and to prove it, gave the name Lane to the manservant in The Importance of Being Earnest.

After Wilde’s arrest and imprisonment, the company decided to head in a more respectable direction – and by the time Lane joined in 1919 it was among London’s leading publishers. To his later pride, Lane started as an office boy himself, before working his way up to the sales department, where he forged links with booksellers that would one day come in extremely handy. (In the early 1950s the recently knighted Lane looked back on the days when he had ‘traipsed the city streets trying to sell a few books’ and wondered if ‘that wasn’t about the happiest period of my business life’.)

From there, with Uncle John increasingly seeing him as the heir apparent, his rise through the ranks accelerated. He was appointed a director in 1924, and when John died the following year, he continued to enjoy the support of John’s widow Annie, now the majority shareholder.

Which, it soon turned out, was just as well. In 1926 Lane agreed to publish The Whispering Gallery, a book the journalist Hesketh Pearson claimed to have ghostwritten from the shockingly outspoken memoirs of a senior diplomat. Unfortunately, on the day it came out the Daily Mail denounced the book as ‘a scandalous fake’.fn8 Even more unfortunately, the Daily Mail was right: Pearson had fabricated the entire thing. The book was withdrawn, but when The Bodley Head – or ‘The Badly Had’ as it was nicknamed – sued Pearson, it somehow managed to lose, leaving him free to sue the company back for the ‘pain and suffering’ he’d been caused.

Three weeks after the second trial, Annie died, leaving Lane the majority shareholder. He immediately brought in his brothers John and Dick, and also took the decision – one that he’d develop much further in his future career – to buy in books from other publishers and bring them out in cheaper editions, which at this point meant hardbacks for three shillings and sixpence. Realising that his fellow directors still regarded him with some suspicion, Lane even agreed to publish some of the more controversial Bodley Head titles, including James Joyce’s Ulysses, at his own expense.

But by now – whether as a result of a dodgy railway bookstall, an apple tree or a smart underling – the idea of Penguin was beginning to take shape. With the rise of radio and cinema, the British book trade felt (not for the first or last time) under attack from new technology and at a 1934 conference, attended by 48 publishers and booksellers, Lane announced that sixpenny paperbacks would be his own answer to the challenge. ‘Forty-seven of [the delegates] went away on the Monday morning with no further thought on the subject,’ the bookseller Basil Blackwell later wrote. ‘The 48th was Allen Lane.’

Lane’s motives, as he said himself, were ‘both missionary and mercenary’. On the one hand, he wanted to make a stand against the notion that ‘the majority of people are stupid, interested only in entertainment that enables them to escape from their environment’. On the other – and precisely because this notion was so misguided – he believed that ‘for several years the book trade has been sitting on a gold mine and not known it … People want good books, and they are willing, even anxious, to buy them if they are presented in a straightforward, intelligent manner at a cheap price.’

Despite another strangely persistent myth, Allen Lane didn’t invent paperbacks. In fact, they’d been around since the early sixteenth century. What he did do was publish them with unusual care – unusual, but by no means unique. An obvious and acknowledged influence on Penguin was Albatross Books, founded in Hamburg in 1932, which not only produced thoughtfully designed literary works as mass-market paperbacks but also colour-coded its titles according to genre, the way Penguin would later do.

And as one of Lane’s executives admitted, Penguin’s avian name may have ‘subconsciously hatched from an Albatross egg’ too. The hatching took place when, at a meeting to discuss what the new imprint should be called, someone who wasn’t officially there made a world-changing suggestion. Overhearing the discussion, Joan Coles, a secretary, paused from typing on the other side of a partition to say, ‘What about Penguins?’ Lane approved at once of the name’s ‘dignified flippancy’ and sent his designer Edward Young off to London Zoo to sketch a few of the real things as part of what he described as ‘the first serious attempt at introducing “branded goods” to the book trade’.

So it was that on 30 July 1935 the first ten Penguin books appeared in covers featuring a flightless bird and those soon-to-be-familiar horizontal stripes: orange for fiction, blue for non-fiction, green for crime.fn9 Now all Lane had to do was sell them …

For a while, it looked as if this might be a problem serious enough to scupper the whole plan. Lane had printed 20,000 copies of each title and needed to sell between 17,000 and 18,000 merely to break even. Many booksellers refused to take any, including – disastrously – W. H. Smith. ‘It’s a flop,’ Lane told a friend. ‘I’ve got to pack it up.’ But then, three weeks before publication, he called on Clifford Prescott, Woolworth’s head buyer for books (and haberdashery). Prescott wasn’t keen either – until his wife showed up for a lunch date and told him how good she thought the books were. A couple of days later Woolworth’s ordered 63,500, influencing other shops to take them too, and with that Penguin was made. It went on to sell a million books in its first four months and three million in its first year – by which time it had been incorporated as a company of its own, independent of The Bodley Head.fn10

When it struck out on its own, Penguin was initially based in Great Portland Street in Central London, with its warehouse in the mouse-infested crypt of Holy Trinity Church, Marylebone, where the toilet facilities consisted of a single tin bucket. By 1937 the company was doing well enough to build its own office-warehouse combo on a cabbage field in Harmondsworth, Middlesex, bought from a farmer for a little over £2,000 – plus £200 for the cabbages.

Lane’s faith in the public’s intelligence was further vindicated when Pelican was launched and made bestsellers out of works on economics, psychiatry, art and ancient history. The lofty aim was to bring what Lane called ‘the finest products of modern thought and art to the people’ – and, according to the Spectator in 1938, Pelicans became ‘a fact of enormous importance in the struggle to overcome economic restrictions to knowledge’. As war approached, Lane expanded his company’s non-fiction into more topical books, known as Penguin Specials, which were published at a speed that modern publishers might find hard to believe, let alone match. At the time of the 1938 Munich Crisis, Shiela Grant Duff’s Europe and the Czechs was in the shops less than a week after she delivered the typescript.

Once the conflict started, other publishers soon had another reason to resent Penguin’s huge pre-war success. Paper rationing was based on how much paper each publisher had used between August 1938 and August 1939 – and because Penguin had been so productive that year it now had a lot more of the stuff than its rivals. Over the next six years, Penguin published more than 600 books, among them such bestsellers as Aircraft Recognition and Keeping Poultry and Rabbits on Scraps. With many male staff away at war themselves, much of the work was
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